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PART  V 


MUSIC  TO  CANTICA  OF  THE 
MENAECHMI  OF  PLAUTUS 


MUSIC  TO  CANTICA  OF  THE  MENAECHMI 


The  principal  obstacle  to  be  surmounted  in  the  attempt  to 
give  musical  expression  to  certain  parts  of  the  Menaechmi  is  well 
stated  in  Holy  Writ:  —  “If  the  light  within  thee  be  darkness, 
how  great  is  that  darkness.” 

In  the  first  place,  to  assume  that  certain  lines  were  sung  by 
some  one  not  in  the  cast,  while  the  actor  gave  in  pantomime  the 
suggestions  of  the  text,  is  to  take  much  for  granted ;  and,  in  the 
second  place,  we  have  but  little  certainty  as  to  the  technique  of 
the  double-pipe,  which  is  supposed  to  have  furnished  the  accom¬ 
paniment.  We  ignored  this  uncertainty.  In  the  performance  of 
Plautus’s  Menaechmi  by  the  Classical  Club  of  the  University  of 
Michigan  on  the  evening  of  March  30,  1916,  the  first  hypothesis 
was  accepted,  but  in  the  music  no  attempt  was  made  to  reconcile 
opposing  views.  As  a  matter  of  fact  the  music  was  intended  to 
“  mirror  the  emotions  and  enforce  the  action  ”  in  a  manner  accept¬ 
able  to  a  modern  audience  in  which  there  was  a  sprinkling  of  those 
to  whom  Latin  was  in  verity  a  “  dead  language.” 

In  the  effort  to  attain  this  end,  it  must  be  confessed  that 
methods  were  resorted  to  which  involved  a  deliberate  ignoring 
of  certain  physical  characteristics  of  reed  instruments.  Before 
arriving  at  this  determination  several  attempts  were  made  to  re¬ 
strict  all  melodic  movement  to  the  first  clarinet,  functioning  as 
the  tibia  dextra ,  while  the  .second,  in  the  guise  of  the  tibia  sinistra , 
gave  a  drone  note.  The  results  were  so  monotonous,  and  so 
unresponsive  to  dramatic  implications,  that  they  were  rejected  in 
favor  of  a  treatment  for  which  apologies  would  be  necessary  were 
it  not  for  the  fact  that  it  was  successful  in  practice. 

As  introductory  to  a  consideration  of  details,  two  important 
points  should  be  stressed.  They  are  :  first,  the  consideration  that 
the  choral  factor  did  not  enter  into  the  equation  ;  and,  second,  the 
embarrassing  fact  that  but  little  rhythmical  inspiration  was  yielded 
by  the  text,  largely  on  account  of  the  frequent  elisions  which 
generally  occurred  at  points  where  they  successfully  brought  to 
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a  halt  well-nigh  every  attempt  to  develop  a  melody.  Here  again 
lack  of  knowledge  regarding  the  actual  pronunciation  of  elided 
syllables  on  the  Roman  stage  must  baffle  all  attempts  to  present 
a  musical  reconstruction  which  shall  be  valid  from  the  scientific 
point  of  view. 

As  a  compensation,  however,  the  variety  of  expression  in  these 
deliverances  of  heightened  feeling  gave  abundant  opportunity  for 
the  display  of  imagination,  while  the  elisions  referred  to  called 
for  the  exercise  of  ingenuity.  The  variety  of  utterance  demanded 
by  the  situations  could  be  satisfied  only  by  well-trained  singers ; 
and  as  the  contrasting  nature  of  the  different  numbers  required 
singers  of  special  types,  the  list  of  participants  was  increased  by 
four.  There  were  five  selections,  but  Nos.  i  and  3  were  given 
by  the  same  singer. 

The  representative  of  the  player  of  the  double-pipe  was  given 
an  exceedingly  difficult  task,  that  of  appearing  to  produce  the 
tone  from  his  instrument,  and,  consequently,  of  making  every 
movement  of  his  fingers  coincide  with  the  music.  It  can  easily 
be  seen  that  the  possibilities  of  error  were  not  only  great  but 
carried  absurdities  in  their  train.  Having  exercised  the  greatest 
freedom  in  formulating  the  general  concept  in  matters  of  detail, 
the  composer  felt  no  hesitation  in  introducing  rhythmical  inno¬ 
vations,  or  at  least,  unusual  treatments.  It  will  be  noticed  that 
the  shorter  metrical  schemes  are  conspicuously  absent,  and  that 
the  time-signature  1 5-8  is  frequently  employed.  This  serves  to 
designate  a  rhythmical  procedure  by  means  of  which  a  more  logi¬ 
cal  accentuation  in  extended  lines  can  be  secured,  and  favors 
plasticity;  for  secondary  accents  within  the  measure  can  be  so 
placed  as  to  yield  a  more  perfect  interpretation  of  the  text,  while 
at  the  same  time  they  add  subtlety  to  the  rhythmical  scheme. 
The  instrumental  two-voiced  accompaniments  are  written  in  a 
quasi-contrapuntal  style,  and  are  designed  to  be  played  by  clarinets. 

To  leave  the  general  and  consider  the  particular,  the  peculiari¬ 
ties  and  necessities  of  each  number  will  now  be  mentioned,  in  the 
interest  of  those  who,  through  a  production  of  this  remarkable 
comedy,  may  wish  to  assist  in  placing  Plautus  in  a  more  vital 

relation  to  lovers  of  classic  drama  than  is  possible  by  merely 

studying  the  text  in  class  —  for  credit. 

The  first  solo,  Ni  mala ,  ni  stulta ,  must  be  sung  by  a  tenor 

possessing  a  voice  of  strident  rather  than  lyric  quality,  with  a 


MUSIC  TO  CANTICA 


231 


high  range,  and  of  great  sonority.  The  angry  and  petulant  utter¬ 
ances  of  the  thoroughly  indignant  husband  require  a  quasi- 
declamatory  delivery,  which  is  demanded  also  by  the  character 
of  the  somewhat  disconnected  phrase  formations  in  the  music. 
It  is  more  effective  when  sung  in  strict  time,  exactly  as  written. 

The  recitative  Sine  foris  sic ,  in  the  first  measures  of  the  music 
assigned  to  Erotium  (No.  2),  and  the  contrasting  Animule  me 
(line  361)  give  abundant  opportunity  for  the  display  of  good 
vocalism  and  intelligent  interpretation,  requirements  not  to  be 
satisfied  by  any  but  a  competent  artist. 

Ut  hoc  utimur,  the  third  number,  is  regular  in  structure. 
Since  the  sentiment  is  less  varied  than  in  the  preceding  number, 
the  music  presents  fewer  complications,  excepting  that  frequent 
rhythmical  changes  are  necessary  to  give  the  metrical  nuances 
inherent  in  the  text.  Among  the  rhythms  employed,  15-8 
appears,  as  it  does  in  No.  2.  A  characteristic  motive ,  first  heard 
in  the  second  measure,  is  a  unifying  factor,  and  is  subjected  to 
certain  modifications  as  necessitated  by  artistic  considerations. 
This  motive,  in  somewhat  different  form,  is  also  used  in  the  music 
assigned  to  the  Old  Man  (No.  4).  In  No.  3  the  actor  on  the 
stage  is  the  same  as  in  No.  1,  Menaechmus  I,  and  it  is  more  con¬ 
sistent  to  have  both  these  numbers  sung  by  the  same  person. 

Ut  aetas  meast  aique  ut  hoc  usus  factost  gives  the  key  to  an 
understanding  of  No.  4.  It  aims  to  portray  the  vocal  limitations 
of  an  old  man  as  the  action  reveals  the  physical.  On  a  word  like 
feroces ,  intentionally  given  a  high  tone,  a  break  in  the  voice  can¬ 
not  fail  to  give  the  impression  of  a  man  whose  vocal  apparatus, 
when  forced  to  utterance  by  strong  emotion,  fails  to  respond. 
A  tenor  with  a  rather  light  voice  and  a  good  command  of  falsetto, 
were  he  willing  to  sacrifice  artistic  effect  to  dramatic  truth,  could 
make  of  this  whole  scene  a  real  contribution.  The  instrumental 
figures  in  places  suggest  the  uncertain  gait  of  decrepit  old  age. 
It  must  be  borne  in  mind  that  this  music,  like  the  other  numbers, 
must  be  sung,  in  the  main,  in  strict  time. 

When  Messenio  appears  (No.  5),  it  is  plainly  evident  that  he  is 
in  more  or  less  of  a  rage.  As  rage  in  certain  circumstances  is 
cumulative,  the  instrumental  figures  at  the  beginning  of 
Spectamen  bono  servo  id  est  are  delineative  of  the  growing  intensity 
of  his  feelings.  Following  the  leadings  of  the  text,  much  of  the 
music  is  semi-ejaculatory,  as  befits  Messenio’s  state  of  mind.  It 
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should  be  sung  by  a  high,  full-voiced  baritone,  in  a  dramatic  style 
and  with  superlative  vigor.  When  the  real  Messenio  calls  a  halt 
to  his  pantomimic  activity  and  prepares  to  take  up  the  lines,  the 
singer,  possibly  because  he  has  been  supplanted,  still  suffers  from 
an  excess  of  emotion.  Therefore  his  suppressed  feelings  are 
given  voice  by  the  double-pipe  in  terms  of  the  introductory  motive. 

So  much  for  the  music.  Having  laid  bare  the  reasons  for  the 
decision  to  run  amuck,  as  it  were,  in  the  composition  of  this  music, 
and  pointed  out  the  demands  made  upon  its  interpreters,  we  may 
now  submit  certain  details  of  the  Michigan  performance,  even 
though  some  of  them  may  appear  to  be  confessions.  Because 
of  the  impossibility  of  securing  competent  clarinet-players,  the 
aulos  was  represented  by  a  cabinet  organ  which  had  a  set  of  reeds 
of  distinct  clarinet  quality.  This  organ  was  placed  in  the  right 
wing  in  a  position  affording  a  clear  view  of  the  stage.  As  this 
substitution  proved  effective,  a  part  for  organ  or  pianoforte  appears 
in  the  score.  If  not  desired  for  use  in  the  performance,  it  will 
be  found  useful  in  rehearsing,  for  the  music  given  to  the  singers 
is  distinctly  difficult. 

The  double-pipe  in  evidence  was  a  fine  reproduction  of  the 
Roman  tibiae  pares,  made  by  Pelitti,  of  Milan,  for  use  in  the  Pom¬ 
peian  Festival  of  1883.  It  is  listed  as  No.  599  in  the  Stearns 
Collection  of  Musical  Instruments.  The  performer  had  memo¬ 
rized  the  part  perfectly  and  appeared  to  be  really  playing  the 
music. 

As  a  rule  it  is  not  considered  advisable  to  reveal  the  secrets  of 
the  stage  and  thus  dispel  illusion,  but  at  this  point  a  rather  suc¬ 
cessful  application  of  camouflage  might  be  noted.  As  but  one 
of  the  singers  had  the  remotest  acquaintance  with  Latin,  they 
found  so  great  difficulty  in  memorizing  the  text  and  music  that 
it  became  necessary  to  indulge  in  deception,  by  attaching  the 
vocal  score,  written  large,  to  the  back  of  the  costume  of  the 
double-pipe  player.  The  singers,  standing  farther  back  and  some¬ 
what  to  the  left  of  the  player,  were  then  enabled  to  sing  from  the 
music,  and  thereby  won  greater  freedom  than  otherwise  would 
have  been  possible.  If  the  end  justifies  the  means,  in  this  instance 
the  result  stilled  any  qualms  of  conscience  arising  from  doubt  as 
to  the  method. 

The  stage  in  any  case  relies  more  or  less  on  illusion ;  and,  if  in 
this  instance  the  double-pipe  player  was  a  music-rack  as  well,  no 
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loss  was  occasioned  to  the  audience ;  for,  the  combination  of  func¬ 
tions,  not  having  been  perceived,  furnished  an  additional  illusion, 
out  of  the  ordinary. 
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